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IS LIFE BEAUTIFUL IN THE
BHIMASHANKAR CLOUD FOREST?

B DR. RENEE M. BORGES

Scientists often, mistakenly, feel that they can
conquer the world, and that people should sit up
and listen to them. This attitude is accompanied
by arrogance and often a terrible disdain for the
layman. What could a layman possibly know about
the working of the world?

With this attitude | would never have learnt to look
at the forest through the eyes of a forest dweller.
| would have remained deaf, blind and uninformed
about the "hidden" forest.

Chindoo Asawale (affectionately called Asawale
mama) and | met in 1995 when | came to
Bhimashankar to study the Indian giant squirrel
for my Ph.D. | was looking for a field assistant
and thus Asawale came into my life. | needed
someone who knew this cloud forest, who could
help me locate the best patches and populations
of squirrels to study, someone whom the other
local people trusted, and someone whom | could
trust with my life. Asawale was all this and much
more,

In 1985, Asawale was not a village elder although
already a grandfather and the father of two grown
up sons. But he was much respected and would
bring some of the village elders to the forest to
help me with my work. While marking trails and
tagging trees, | would get quizzed by the elders
with nature riddles from their lore : | often failed
the tests and would be the subject of much
laughter and ridicule. The city girl knows nothing;
she has much to learn. And so | came to realise
that what they said was true.

Asawale and the rest of the Bhimashankar inhab-
itants taught me to recognise forest signs; to know
when a hive laden with haney was in a treehole,
to know which mushrooms were edible, how to
harvest crabs from streams; which plants were
medicinal and which were famine foods; how to
trap wild boar and where to look for hyena

We learned together about giant squirrels and
delighted in our shared knowledge. Asawale be-
came my spokesman and public relations person
who then would tell visitors to Bhimashankar what

"Iﬂa-coouooaa-uolaco.o--o.onlan-aoo.-uuunco--o.ncooll..l

the city girl was actually up to! He protected me
from miscreants, fed me with the most fragrant
ambe-mohar rice drenched in milk and sugar, and
kept me company on those very very long eve-
nings. We would write the alphabet together and
talk philosophy, about life, loneliness, death and
destiny.

We worked in the forest from daybreak to past
dusk, and it was for me a revelation. The evenings
at the field station were long and lonely but here
in the forest, it was all happening around me, and
there was so much to see. And for a whole year
Asawale shared this all, every moment. Of course,
Ganpat, Soma and Kisan, and many others did
too, but this was something special.

Asawale came with us to Mumbai, to experience
our world and to earn more money; but the roads
were too big and uncrossable, the local trains went
in the wrong direction all the time, and he was
lost. Ganpat came too, and he too was lost in this
strange, big world. Ganpat left first, back to their
"normal" world; Asawale soon followed; unwilling
to trade money for familiarity.

A few years later, we came back to Bhimashankar,
to document tribal economies, to study wildlife-
human conflicts, to estimate crop damage by wild
boar, to build bridges between the administration
and the local people. Here again, Asawale was
the people's spokesman; and we learnt much
about hardship and life below the poverty line,
about vulnerability to circumstances, about de-
spair, and strangely enough about courage and
hope.

Here is not the time and place for me to debate
the issue of the "sustainability” of the lifestyle of
local people who dwell in the hamlets of
Bhimashankar. What | will say is that life here is
hard, harder than can be imagined and if people
like Asawale who lead such a hard life can be
generous and caring, can welcome ignorant sci-
entists to their world and share it with them, then
lite here is beautiful, as are the people of.this
unforgiving cloud forest.
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